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The FBI’s Mission in Countering Terrorism 


WILLIAM S. SESSIONS 


Director 
Federal Bureau of Investigation 
Washington, DC 


Communism is being repeatedly and soundly rejected in country after country in Eastern 
Europe; the Chinese, led by students, are demanding democracy in their homeland; and . 
General Manuel Noriega is sitting in an American prison cell as a result of the United 
States’ efforts to free the people of Panama from his tyrannical grip. 

But not all is positive. Our society and societies around the world are being threat- 
ened by the scourge of illegal drugs; the same is true of the global environment because 
of man’s lack of foresight and planning; and terrorists are committing their heinous 
deeds against innocent people of all nations, including the United States. 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation has substantial responsibilities in all of these 
areas—illegal drugs, environmental crime, and-terrorism—but it’s the last area that I’d 
like to concentrate on. 

The FBI is the leading federal law enforcement agency in our government’s fight 
against terrorism in the United States. I’d like to discuss what terrorism is, and what the: 
FBI is doing to combat it. at 

To win the war against terrorism, we must first understand what and who we’re 
fighting. We must firmly reject the notion that ‘‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s 
freedom fighter.” Terrorists are not freedom fighters; freedom fighters don’t deliberately 
kill children. Terrorists are not liberators; liberators don’t deliberately kill and maim 
innocent people. Terrorists are not urban guerrillas; guerrillas wage war on the military, 
not on the civilian population. 

Terrorists are criminals, pure and simple. They willfully and deliberately target 
innocent people, people who are often unconnected to their alleged political goals. They 
bomb busy shopping areas; they machine-gun passengers waiting in airport terminals; 
they hijack airplanes packed with Christmas travelers. Terrorists, as much as they would 
like us to believe so, are not political activists; they are murderers. 

Terrorism has been characterized as a form of organized crime, but it is unlike the 
forms of traditional organized crime. Drug traffickers, for example, are in the business 
of making money, and they have highly sophisticated distribution networks, which oper- 
ate around the world. But terrorists commit their crimes for allegedly political reasons, 
they profess disinterest in monetary gains. And instead of utilizing sophisticated criminal 
networks, terrorists often act alone or in small groups. 

During the 1980s, virtually every country in the world was affected in some way by 
terrorism, and Americans have not escaped this wave of terror. While we have not 
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experienced the same level of terroristic violence within our borders, our citizens travel- 
ing and living overseas have been victimized time and time again. The litany of terrorist 
incidents aimed at Americans is startling: 


¢ the 1983 bombings of the American embassy and the Marine Corps compound in 
Beirut, Lebanon; 

© the 1985 bombing of a nightclub in West Berlin, West Germany, which was 
frequented by U.S. Army personnel; 

® the 1985 hijacking of the cruise ship the Achille Lauro in the Mediterranean, and 
several airline hijackings in 1985 and 1986 during which American citizens were 
singled out and murdered; 

© and the December 1988 bombing of Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland. 


These events have brought terror home to Americans, and the FBI is responsible for 
combating it. 

In 1982, the FBI was designated the leading agency for counterterrorism within the 
United States. Shortly thereafter, also in 1982, counterterrorism was designated an FBI 
national priority investigative program, joining the other priorities of foreign counterin- 
telligence, white-collar crime, and organized crime. The drug problem was subsequently 
added to that priority list in 1987, and crimes of violence were added in 1989. 

Since 1982, when the FBI was given responsibility for counterterrorism, terrorist 


. attacks within the United States have declined dramatically, from 51 in 1982 to 4 in 


1989. Several incidents that occurred during 1989 could be harbingers of things to come, 
however. 

In February 1989, the book Satanic Verses by Salman Rushdie caused a furor in the 
Moslem world and prompted death threats from Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini to the author 
and anyone promoting or supporting the book. The FBI is investigating the bomb threats 
to publishing houses and bookstores associated with the book. We are also investigating 
three actual bombings—two at bookstores in California that sold the book and one at the 
offices of a New York City newspaper that published an editorial in support of Salman 
Rushdie. 

All of you will recall the incidence in 1989 when a bomb exploded in a van driven 
by the wife of Will Rogers, captain of the USS Vincennes. It was the Vincennes, a U.S. 
Navy guided-missile cruiser, that mistakenly shot down an Iranian passenger jet in July 
of 1988. That investigation is still continuing. 

Though terrorist attacks within the United States have declined, there is an entirely 
different story overseas. Attacks against Americans have increased dramatically over the 
past few years. Back in 1977, there were 455 terrorist attacks worldwide, and 158 of 
them were aimed at Americans. But more recently, during 1988 there were 856 terrorist 
attacks worldwide, and 185 of those, almost 23%, were directed at Americans. In 1989, 
there were 659 terrorist attacks worldwide. One hundred sixty-five of these attacks, a 
little more than 23%, were aimed at Americans. During the past couple of years, nearly 
one out of four attacks involved Americans! 

Congressional concern over increasing terrorist attacks against Americans abroad 
led to the passage of two laws giving the FBI limited jurisdiction to conduct overseas 
investigations in acts of terrorism that involve Americans. In 1984, the Comprehensive 
Crime Control Act gave the FBI the authority to conduct investigations overseas when 
Americans are taken hostage by terrorists. Two years later, in 1986, the omnibus Diplo- 
matic Security and Antiterrorism Act broadened our extraterritorial jurisdiction to in- 
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clude murder and conspiracy to commit murder or physical violence during a terrorist 
incident. 

The first arrest outside the United States under these extraterritorial statutes hap- 
pened in 1987 when Fawaz Younis, one of the individuals we believed was responsible 
for the 1985 hijacking of a Royal Jordanian airliner in Beirut, was located by the FBI. 
The FBI initially became involved in the investigation because there were two Ameri- 
cans aboard that flight. After we located Younis, we were able to lure him out into the 
international waters of the eastern Mediterranean and then arrest him. He was brought 
back to the United States to stand trial, and, last October, was sentenced to 30 years in 
prison. 

In the United States, the FBI investigates both domestic terrorist groups and interna- 
tional terrorist groups. How do we differentiate between the two? To put it simply, 
domestic terrorist groups operate entirely within the United States and normally receive 
no foreign support or direction, while international terrorists are foreign-based and re- 
ceive some degree of foreign direction or support. 

Domestic terrorist groups commit illegal acts in support of social causes and/or to 
oppose the U.S. government. For instance, groups such as the Aryan Nations and The 
Order are strong believers in white supremacy. Groups such as the Macheteros and the 
Armed Forces of the National Liberation, or the FALN, call for the independence of 
Puerto Rico. Groups such as the Sheriff's Posse Comitatus and the Arizona Patriots 
advocate nonpayment of taxes and regard federal and state laws as unconstitutional. In a 
democracy, believing in ideas such as white supremacy, while totally abhorrent to most 
of us, is not illegal. Committing illegal acts to further these views is. As former Cana- 
dian Prime Minister John Diefenbaker once said, ‘‘Freedom is the right to be wrong, not 
the right to do wrong.” 

The activities of international terrorists in the United States often have something to 
do with efforts to gather resources, such as weapons or funding, to be used in conjunc- 
tion with terrorist acts committed elsewhere. For example, just last month in Florida, we 
arrested four people believed to be members of the provisional faction of the Irish 
Republican Army attempting to buy, among other things, a heat-seeking, antiaircraft 
missile. The four were charged with trying to gather weapons for terrorist activities 
outside the United States. 

International terrorists also come to the United States to carry out terrorist attacks. 
For example, an individual by the name of Yu Kikumura, a member of the Japanese Red 
Army, a terrorist organization, was arrested in April 1988 by an alert state trooper 
named Cieplensky at a rest stop on the New Jersey turnpike. Kikumura was found with 
three bombs in his car. We believe that he was planning a terrorist bombing in New York 
City. Fortunately, he was stopped before he attempted to complete his plan. Kikumura 
was tried and convicted, and in February 1989, was sentenced to 30 years in prison. 

Preventing a terrorist attack, much like what happened in the Kikumura case, is an 
integral part of the FBI’s counterterrorism strategy. Getting there before the bomb goes 
off is our ultimate goal. But in the event that a terrorist attack does occur, it is up to us to 
respond, and that is the other aspect of our counterterrorism mission—to react quickly 
and effectively to a terrorist incident. 

Let me discuss how we go about carrying out our counterterrorism mission. In order 
to prevent terrorist attacks, we rely heavily on information gathered for inclusion in our 
intelligence data base. The more information we have, the better our chances are of 
discovering an emerging terrorist plot. We gather this information in a fashion governed 
by attorney general guidelines, that is, through lawful techniques, such as interviewing 
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citizens, using informants, conducting undercover operations, and making use of physi- 
cal and court-authorized electronic surveillance. We receive a helpful flow of informa- 
tion from other U.S. intelligence agencies and foreign intelligence and law enforcement 
agencies. All of this information is then carefully analyzed to unearth patterns of activity 
of terrorist groups. 

Once we have developed credible information concerning a terrorist act, we take 
action ourselves or provide the necessary information to other appropriate authorities. 
Then, logical steps, including i issuing threat alerts and increasing security measures, can 
be taken. 

Right here in Chicago, as a result of investigations conducted by the FBI, the 
Chicago Police Department, and the IHinois State Police, a number of potential terrorist 
attacks have been averted. First, during the course of our investigation of the FALN, we 
were able to videotape FALN group members building deadly bombs, which they 
planned to use in terrorist attacks. The terrorists were indignant when they saw the film 
in court proceedings. They then asserted that we had violated their right to privacy! The 
court rejected that argument, the evidence stood up in court, and FALN members were 
convicted. 

Another investigation, this one worked in cooperation with the U.S. Customs Ser- 
vice, uncovered a plan to invade the country of Suriname in South America. We learned 
that various people were soliciting funds and looking for mercenaries to overthrow that 
government, so we put an undercover FBI agent in touch with these people. This under- 
cover agent then offered to put together a contingent of other. ‘‘volunteers,’’ who also 
just happened to be FBI undercover agents, to assist with the invasion. When the group 
made plans to leave the country with weapons and money, they were arrested by the 
customs service and the FBI. Everyone involved in the case eventually pled guilty. 

And in another investigation, an undercover FBI agent sold an inert light antitank 
weapon to members of the El Rukn criminal organization. We believe that the El Rukns 
planned to use the weapon in a terrorist act in the United States in exchange for money 
from the government of Libya. This case was significant because it represented an 
occasion when a domestic group was willing to commit a terrorist act in the United 
States in order to receive funding from a known state sponsor of international terrorism. 

In all of these cases, we were fortunate in being able to prevent what could have 
been tragic losses of American life. If a terrorist act does take place within the United 
States, we quickly launch a full-fledged investigation utilizing crime scene searches, 
interviews, and the examination of forensic evidence to solve the case. The reactive 
portion of our counterterrorism program here in the United States may also involve the 
use of the FBI hostage rescue team, or HRT. The HRT can be and has been used in high- 
risk terrorist takeovers and hostage and nonhostage barricade situations. This highly 
trained team has also been deployed to special events throughout the country, for exam- 
ple, the 1984 and 1988 national political conventions, the 1984 Olympic games, and the 
1984 World’s Fair—since these types of events presented potential targets for domestic 
and foreign terrorist groups. 

When terrorist attacks occur overseas and Americans are the victims, the extraterri- 
torial legislation that I mentioned gives the FBI the jurisdiction to get involved. With the 
approval of the host country and in close coordination with the U.S. Department of 
State, we can assert federal justification and additionally offer laboratory assistance, 
including the use of FBI identification disaster squad, which is made up of highly spe- 
cialized fingerprint experts who can assist in the identification of victims of terrorist 
attacks. 
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All of you are well aware of the tragic bombing of Pan Am flight 103 over Locker- 
bie, Scotland, that killed 270 people, most of them Americans. After the crash, the FBI 
sent personnel to Scotland, England, and the European continent to conduct interviews, 
review records, and collect and examine forensic evidence. The FBI disaster squad 
assisted in the identification of the victims at the crash site. 

At the international level, law enforcement representatives continue to work closely 
in this investigation. The FBI continues to be totally committed to solving the case and 
bringing to justice those responsible for the murder of 270 innocent people. 

Another extraterritorial investigation began last September in Africa when UTA 

Flight 772 crashed in an isolated and remote desert area in eastern Niger, 20 minutes 
after leaving Chad while en route to Paris. All 171 people aboard that plane were killed, 
including seven Americans, one of whom was Bonnie Pugh, the wife of Robert Pugh, 
U.S. ambassador to Chad. FBI investigative and forensic experts traveled to Chad to 
assist in the investigation. Ultimately, it was determined that the crash was caused by a 
mid-air explosion, but the investigation into the matter is continuing with U.S. coopera- 
tion. ; 
Up until now, I’ve discussed counterterrorism successes in terms of the FBI. How- 
ever, our ‘‘successes”’ in counterterrorism are due, in large part, to cooperative efforts 
with other agencies—local, state, national, and international. The FBI knows that no 
single law enforcement or intelligence agency or government alone can deal with the 
problem of terrorism; it is much too complex. These criminals know no physical bound- 
aries or limits of conduct. They are almost constantly on the move, stopping only long 
enough to commit their heinous acts. The best way to defeat them is to join forces to 
battle against them. 

So, the FBI has systems in place that allow us to do just that. Internationally, we 
have 16 legal attaches in American embassies around the world. These attaches facilitate 
the exchange of information on terrorists with foreign police and intelligence agencies. It 
is not just a one-way street. We reciprocate by assisting foreign agencies who are con- 
ducting investigations here in the United States. 

The FBI also participates in a number of multinational forums dedicated to fighting 
terrorism. One of these forums is the TREVI Group, an organization made up of minis- 
ters of justice and of interior from the European Economic Community (EEC) countries. 
TREVI stands for Terrorism, Radicalism, Extremism, Violence International. TREVI 
meets twice a year somewhere in Europe to consider specific measures to combat terror- 
ism through joint international initiatives and cooperation. Several other countries, in- 
cluding the United States and Canada, attend these meetings as observers. During these 
meetings, the attorney general and I meet with our counterparts from police and security 
agencies to establish programs and cooperative relationships with the TREVI nations. 

Within the United States, the FBI recently created a special unit at FBI headquarters 
to work with other elements of the government to identify possible targets of terrorist 
attacks and to make contingency plans. This unit works closely with agencies like the 
Department of Defense, the Department of Energy, and the Nuclear Regulatory Com- 
mission. 

The FBI also works closely with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms; the 
United States Customs Service; the Secret Service; and the Immigration and Naturaliza- 
tion Service. 

The Bureau’s association with state and local law enforcement agencies has been 
greatly enhanced over recent years. For special events anywhere in the country, such as 
major sporting games and political conventions, we have formed antiterrorism working 
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groups. In major cities, where the threat of terrorism is almost constant, we have formed 
joint terrorism task forces. One of the most successful joint terrorism task forces is 
located right here in Chicago. Made up of representatives of the Chicago Police Depart- 
ment, the Illinois State Police, and the Chicago FBI, it has had much success since it was 
formed in 1981, including investigations of the FALN, the El Rukns, and the plan to 
invade Suriname. 

The cooperative spirit among law enforcement officials here in Chicago is precisely 
what is needed everywhere in order to effectively deal with domestic and international 
terrorism. 

Former French Prime Minister Jacques Chirac, whose country has had its share of 
terrorism problems, once said that “‘terrorism takes us back to ages we thought were 
long gone if we allow it a free hand to corrupt democratic societies and destroy the basic 
tules of international life.” Well, we won’t give terrorists and their actions a free hand. 
We can win the war against terrorism, but to do so, we must accomplish several objec- 
tives. 

Governments around the world must formulate strong policies against terrorists and 
their actions. Law enforcement agencies at all levels and in all countries must link 
together to prevent these acts against humanity and to bring to justice those who perpe- 
trate them. And, citizens of the world must understand and support the antiterrorism 
efforts undertaken by their governments and their law enforcement agencies. 

The FBI, as the U.S. government’s main weapon in its fight against terrorism, takes 
its role seriously. Through our investigations and through cooperative efforts around the 
globe, we will do all we can to prevent acts of terrorism, or ensure that those responsible 
are brought to justice. 


